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ABSTRACT

The relationship between Iran and the United States over the past several decades has been shaped by numerous
political and legal conflicts. One of the most significant aspects of this relationship involves legal disputes between
the two countries, which have expanded following the Islamic Revolution of Iran and the continued state of hostile
relations. The present article examines the damage determination regime in legal disputes between Iran and the
United States and analyzes the impact of these disputes on their bilateral relations. The central research question
is: how have legal disputes and the rulings issued by international judicial bodies—particularly the International
Court of Justice (ICJ) and arbitral tribunals—affected the relationship between Iran and the United States? This
study employs a qualitative analytical methodology, focusing on the examination of international legal documents,
judgments of judicial bodies, and authoritative legal sources, while assessing their political and legal ramifications.
The findings indicate that the legal disputes between the two countries—including issues such as human rights
violations, terrorism, property confiscation, and military attacks—have contributed to heightened hostility and the
deterioration of bilateral relations. Moreover, the United States’ failure to enforce legal rulings and its political
interference have further complicated bilateral ties and expanded the scope of new legal claims in both domestic
and international courts.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The legal and political trajectory of Iran-—

United States relations over the past several
decades reveals a profound entanglement of
diplomacy, conflict, and judicial
confrontation. Following the 1979 Islamic
Revolution, the transformation of Iran’s
domestic political order and its foreign policy
orientation led to a rupture with its former
strategic partner, the United States. Among
the most consequential ramifications of this
rupture has been the expansion of legal
disputes that touch on key international law
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themes such as treaty obligations, state
responsibility, state immunity, and the
extraterritorial application of domestic law.
These disputes span a wide range of legal
claims, including those involving the
occupation of the U.S. Embassy in Tehran,
expropriation of property, support for non-
state actors, and violations of diplomatic
protections under the Vienna Convention.
Central to these developments 1is the
establishment and ongoing function of the

Iran—United States Claims Tribunal, a
mechanism that arose out of the Algiers



Accords to resolve a multitude of complex
financial and contractual claims that followed
the freezing of Iranian assets and cessation of
diplomatic ties. Scholars have highlighted the
importance of this Tribunal in preserving legal
order during a politically volatile time
(Maroosi, 2011), while others have scrutinized
the political motivations underpinning U.S.
legal initiatives in domestic courts, especially
those invoking terrorism exceptions (Mafi,
2008).

The legal confrontation between the two
countries has unfolded on several fronts—
ranging from the International Court of
Justice (ICJ) to domestic U.S. courts—which
has fundamentally shaped the tone and tenor
of bilateral interactions. The ICJ has
adjudicated cases related to treaty violations
such as the 1955 Treaty of Amity, with Iran
repeatedly invoking this treaty to challenge
American actions, particularly the
reinstatement of economic sanctions following
the U.S. withdrawal from the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). In
key rulings, such as the 2018 provisional
measures, the ICJ sided with Iran and issued
binding orders on the U.S. to ease restrictions
on humanitarian goods, including medicines
and civil aviation equipment (Hosseini, 2010).
Despite these judgments, enforcement
remains fraught due to the geopolitical weight
of the U.S. and its capacity to sideline
international legal orders through legislative
measures like the Foreign Sovereign
Immunities Act (FSIA) amendments. The
tension has been particularly acute in cases
where U.S. courts have unilaterally attributed
acts of non-state groups like Hezbollah and
Hamas to Iran, thereby bypassing the
conventional state responsibility framework in
international law (Nikfar, 2000). Such cases
underscore the juridical divergence between
international and domestic legal norms and
highlight the contested legitimacy of

extraterritorial claims in sovereign immunity
disputes (Joneidi & Hossein, 1999).

One of the enduring legal theaters for these
disputes remains the Iran—-U.S. Claims
Tribunal, which has processed thousands of
claims since its inception. The Tribunal’s
jurisprudence has contributed significantly to
the interpretation of international commercial
law and state contracts, often providing a
forum where both public and private actors
from the two states contest breach-of-contract
claims, investment disputes, and debt-related
issues. The Tribunal’s value lies not only in its
role as a neutral arbiter but also in its
contribution to international legal doctrine
through reasoned decisions and case
precedents (Hosseini, 2010). Moreover, the
Tribunal exemplifies an institutionalized
mechanism capable of reducing the escalation
of political conflict into full-blown diplomatic
crises. However, the U.S. has consistently
failed to fully comply with many of its
obligations under the Tribunal’s framework,
and its domestic courts have continued to
entertain and enforce judgments against Iran
in defiance of Tribunal rulings. This duality
between cooperation in one legal forum and
confrontation in another illustrates the
asymmetrical legal warfare that has
characterized Iran—U.S. relations in the post-
revolutionary period (Dehghani Firouzabadi,
2010).

The legal contentions have also extended to
military and security domains, notably with
Iran’s cases before the ICJ concerning the U.S.
Navy’s downing of Iran Air Flight 655 and the
U.S. attacks on Iranian oil platforms in the
Persian Gulf. These episodes reflect the
broader strategic rivalry and the breakdown of
trust that permeates legal as well as diplomatic
engagements. In both cases, the ICJ delivered
mixed verdicts: in the oil platforms case, the
Court found the U.S. action inconsistent with
the Treaty of Amity, while declining to award
monetary damages; in the Iran Air case, the
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matter was settled through compensation
without an admission of liability by the U.S.
government. These outcomes speak to the
political limitations of legal remedies in the
context of power asymmetries, even as they
demonstrate the symbolic and procedural
significance of international adjudication
(Rostami & Gholami, 2016). These cases are
also important in revealing how legal forums
can become instruments of strategic signaling
in protracted conflicts, especially when direct
diplomatic channels are blocked or ineffective.
Additionally, the seizure of Iranian assets
abroad, including the over $2 billion in Central
Bank reserves in New York, has sparked new
waves of litigation, with the U.S. Supreme
Court validating such actions in violation of
international legal norms and Iran contesting
them at the ICJ on the grounds of sovereign
immunity and treaty protections (Eftekhari
Jahromi, 1992).

The evolution of these legal disputes reveals a
paradox: while courts and arbitral bodies are
established to resolve disputes peacefully and
provide finality, in the Iran—U.S. context they
have often intensified mistrust and hardened
negotiating  positions. U.S. legislative
initiatives such as the Justice Against
Sponsors of Terrorism Act (JASTA) have
emboldened plaintiffs to pursue punitive
damage claims against Iran in domestic
courts, while Iran has passed reciprocal
legislation authorizing lawsuits against the
U.S. for its own international wrongs (Mafi,
2008). These tit-for-tat legislative responses
underscore a legal arms race that is shaped as
much by domestic politics as by
jurisprudential logic. Compounding this
problem is the ambiguous status of U.S.
compliance with the ICJ’s orders and its
refusal to recognize certain claims of
jurisdiction, despite being a signatory to the
ICJ Statute and relevant treaties. The
politicization of judicial forums—whether
through the appointment of ideologically

aligned judges or through procedural
obstructions—further dilutes the credibility of
legal decisions and undermines the pursuit of
genuine international accountability (Boyle,
1996). Consequently, international law risks
being perceived as a tool of foreign policy
rather than a neutral system of norms and
rules.

The legal conflict between Iran and the U.S.
thus cannot be disentangled from the broader
ideological,  strategic, and  historical
antagonisms that define their bilateral
relations. Legal disputes have served both as
catalysts for conflict and as constrained outlets
for dialogue. They function simultaneously as
forums for rights assertion and as battlefields
of normative warfare. The 1955 Treaty of
Amity, which Iran has repeatedly invoked as
the legal basis for its ICJ claims, remains a
double-edged sword: while providing
procedural legitimacy for Iran’s legal actions,
its invocation also reinforces the paradox of
relying on a treaty with a state that has severed
diplomatic relations and frequently denounces
its international obligations. Moreover, legal
contestation over the Treaty and its
applicability reflects deeper divergences in the
interpretation of sovereignty, the rule of law,
and the boundaries of state action. Despite
numerous judgments and arbitral awards, the
lack of enforcement and the persistent
politicization of outcomes mean that the utility
of these legal processes in stabilizing bilateral
relations remains highly conditional.

In conclusion, the legal disputes between Iran
and the United States—spanning treaty
interpretation, asset seizures, human rights
claims, and allegations of terrorism—
represent more than isolated episodes of
litigation; they constitute an enduring and
structural feature of the countries’ fractured
bilateral relationship. The deployment of legal
arguments and judicial institutions has both
reflected and reproduced the deep-seated
antagonisms that define their interaction on



the international stage. While legal forums
such as the ICJ and the Iran-U.S. Claims
Tribunal have provided valuable avenues for
procedural engagement and normative
clarification, the asymmetry of power and the
instrumentalization of law for political ends
have limited their effectiveness in
transforming the underlying dynamics of
hostility. In many cases, even when rulings
favor one party, compliance is partial or
absent, revealing the broader geopolitical
context in which these legal disputes unfold.
As long as both sides continue to view law as a
tool of leverage rather than a medium of
resolution, the legal confrontations are likely
to persist, contributing to the perpetuation
rather than the resolution of conflict.
Therefore, the real challenge lies not merely in
securing legal victories but in recalibrating the
role of international law as a credible and
enforceable mechanism for managing political
rivalry and facilitating long-term
normalization.
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